DISTRESS  AFTER THE  WAR.                       57

frame of mind feared that we were on the edge of a social
revolution. The causes of the misery of the years iS 16-21
are, however, not difficult to understand. They affected both
the agricultural and the manufacturing interests.

The war had naturally caused an enormous rise in the
prices of all agricultural produce. We had been cut off from
the corn-markets of Europe, and after 1812 from
those of America also. Moreover, the unwise difb-ess
system of "protection," which the Tory party
consistently carried out, tended to keep corn artificially dear
by the heavy import duties imposed on the supply from foreign
countries. This monopoly of the English grower of cereal
products had led to an altogether unnatural inflation of prices:
thrice between 1810 and 1814 the annual average value of the
quarter of wheat had risen over IOQS. We consider it dear
now when the figure of $os. has been reached. While the
town dwellers suffered from the exorbitant cost of the loaf,
the land-owners and farmers had gained: the rents of the
one, the profits of the other, had increased to an immoderate
degree. The poorer agricultural classes had not shared to any
great extent in this prosperity, owing to the iniquitous system
of the Poor Law, of which we shall have to speak later on.
But from 1814 onward the inflated war prices ceased, and
during the next three years the cost of wheat varied from 6os,
to 8o,r. the quarter, instead of from 90^. to 120^. This was
a terrible blow to the farmers and landlords, who had calculated
their rents and their expenditure on the higher average, as if
the war was to last for ever. The whole agricultural interest
was very hard hit, and many individuals were ruined. But
the worst of the stress fell on the unfortunate labourers,
though they had not shared in the profits of the time of
inflated prices that had just ended. When the farmers were
turning off their hands and cutting down wages, the poorer
classes in the country were not oompensated by the fact that
the loaf had become appreciably cheaper. There followed